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MODERN ONTOLOGY AND THE PROBLEMS OF EPISTEMOLOGY 
  
 A great many philosophers, representing a wide variety of traditions, have claimed that the 

problem of skepticism is rooted in modern ontology.  According to these philosophers the problem 

of skepticism is really a pseudo-problem, depending for its very conception on a false and 

idiosyncratic understanding of the self and the world.  Once the offending ontology is given up, the 

story goes, the central worry of epistemology cannot even arise.  Here are some characteristic 

statements of this position. 

 
[W]e have been led into very dangerous errors, by supposing a two-fold existence of 
the objects of sense-- the one intelligible or in the mind; the other real and without the 
mind, whereby unthinking things are thought to have a natural subsistence of their 
own, distinct from being perceived by spirits.  This, which, if I mistake not, hath 
been shown to be the most groundless and absurd notion, is the very root of 
Scepticism. . . .  (Berkeley, A Treatise concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, pp. 
107-108.) 
 
Now the more unequivocally one maintains that knowing is proximally and really 
'inside' and indeed has by no means the same kind of Being as entities which are 
both physical and psychical, the less one presupposes when one believes that one is 
making headway in the question of the essence of knowledge and in the clarification 
of the relationship between Subject and Object.  For only then can the problem arise 
of how this knowing subject comes out of its inner 'sphere' into one which is 'other 
and external', of how knowing can have any object at all, and of how one must think 
of the object itself so that eventually the subject knows it without needing to venture 
a leap into another sphere. (Heidegger, Being and Time, p. 87.) 
 
For these questions [of epistemology] all spring from the assumption of a merely 
beholding mind on one side and a foreign and remote object to be viewed and noted 
on the other.  They ask how a mind and world, subject and object, so separate and 
independent can by any possibility come into such a relationship to each other as to 
make true knowledge possible.  (Dewey, Reconstruction in Philosophy, p. 123.) 
 
 
But what is generally, and most importantly, wrong with [the anti-skeptic's] argument 
is simply that he has got into (perhaps has let Berkeley lead him into)  the position of 
swallowing the two-languages doctrine-- temporarily, at least, appearing to swallow 
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the two-entities doctrine on the way.  And the resulting question about how the 
evidence-language ('idea'-language) is related to the material-object-language, which 
he tries to answer, is a question that has no answer, it's a quite unreal question.  The 
main thing is not to get bamboozled into asking it at all. . . . (Austin, Sense and 
Sensibilia, p. 142.) 
 

 It would be wrong to think that the present theme is merely a relic from the history of 

philosophy.  Here is a passage from a well-known contemporary critic of epistemology. 

 
The idea of a discipline devoted to "the nature, origin, and limits of human 
knowledge"-- the textbook definition of "epistemology"-- required a field of study 
called "the human mind," and that field of study was what Descartes had created.  
The Cartesian mind simultaneously made possible veil-of-ideas skepticism and a 
discipline devoted to circumventing such skepticism. (Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror 
of Nature, p. 140.)1 

   
 In these passages we can detect several points of common ground.  First, all of the passages call 

attention to a recognizably modern ontology of the self and world.  By this I mean an ontology 

which is Cartesian in its inspiration, and which distinguishes between an internal knowing subject 

and an external object of knowledge.   Here "internal" is essentially a designation for mental or 

spiritual stuff, whereas "external" essentially designates material or physical stuff.   A second theme 

in these passages is that the problem of skepticism is created by the modern ontology.  More 

specifically, the problem arises as to how internal subjects can come to know external objects, or to 

even think such objects in the first place.  

 This second theme can be broken down into two claims.  First, it is claimed that the modern 

ontology is necessary for generating skepticism about the world.  Thus Heidegger claims that "only 

then can the problem arise of how this knowing subject comes out of its inner 'sphere' into one 

which is 'other and external'."  Second, the claim is made that the modern ontology is sufficient for 

generating such skepticism.  Thus Berkeley suggests that accepting the modern ontology inevitably 

results in skepticism about the objects of sense.   A corollary of the first claim is that rejecting the 



 

 3 

modern ontology is sufficient for resolving the problem of skepticism.  A corollary of the second 

claim is that rejecting the modern ontology would be necessary for resolving that problem.  

 My thesis in this paper is that all of these philosophers are wrong about the relationship between 

the modern ontology and skepticism.  More specifically, I will argue that the modern ontology is 

neither necessary nor sufficient for generating skepticism about the world.  Modern ontology is not 

necessary for generating skepticism, since powerful arguments for skepticism can be constructed 

without the modern ontology.   Such arguments, I will argue, are driven by an innocent 

appearance/reality distinction rather than any specific way of cashing out that distinction.  But if 

that is the case, then the specifically modern way of cashing out the appearance/reality distinction is 

inessential to the skeptical position. 

 Second, the modern ontology is not sufficient for generating skepticism, since skeptical 

arguments depend on controversial premises which are independent of the modern ontology.  The 

most powerful skeptical arguments, I will suggest, make controversial assumptions about the nature 

of our evidence for objects in the world.  But if these assumptions can be rejected, and if they truly 

are independent of the modern ontology, then skepticism can be rejected without rejecting that 

ontology. 

 It should be stressed that my purpose in this paper is not to defend the modern ontology of the 

self and world.  That ontology, I believe, should be rejected on other grounds.  Rather, my purpose 

is to show that the relationship between the modern ontology and skepticism about the world is not 

what it is commonly and widely claimed to be.  On the contrary, there seems to me to be no 

interesting relationship between ontology and epistemology. 

 In section two I will argue that the modern ontology is not necessary for generating skepticism 

about the world.  In section three I will argue that it is not sufficient for that purpose.  But first I 

would like to offer some comments on the relationship between skepticism and anti-realism. 
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1.  Two problems of epistemology. 
  Some philosophers have blamed the modern ontology not only for skepticism, but for 

epistemology in general.  The idea is that the central problems of epistemology are skepticism and 

anti-realism, and that both of these problems arise out of the offending distinction between internal 

subject and external object.  In this way, the modern ontology is seen to be the sine qua non of 

epistemology.2  Below we will investigate in some detail the relationship between the modern 

ontology and skepticism.  But how is that ontology supposed to give rise to anti-realism?  As far as I 

can see it is in two ways, each of which passes through arguments for skepticism about the world.3 

 One road to anti-realism is on the way to avoiding skepticism.  Struck by the force of some 

skeptical argument, the anti-realist reasons as follows.  If realism about the world is true, then 

skepticism is unavoidable.  But if we embrace anti-realism we can avoid skepticism, and therefore 

we should be anti-realists.  This is the road taken by both Berkeley and Kant, each of whom stresses 

the force of previous skeptical arguments, and then offers his own brand of idealism as a way of 

avoiding the skeptic's conclusions.4   A second road to anti-realism also passes through skeptical 

arguments, but this time by embracing the skeptical conclusion.  This kind of anti-realist accepts 

skepticism about a mind-independent world, and adds some kind of verificationism to come up with 

the following argument.  Skeptical arguments show that knowledge of a mind-independent world is 

impossible.  But it is meaningless to talk about things that it is impossible to know.  Therefore, the 

only world it makes sense to talk about is a mind-dependent world, and so again we should embrace 

anti-realism.  This is the road taken by A. J. Ayer, and by the logical positivist tradition of 

phenomenalism in general.5 

 What is important for our purposes is that both of these arguments for anti-realism involve 

arguments for skepticism.  Because some skeptical argument is deemed to have force, a further 

argument is made for anti-realism, either as an alternative to skepticism or as a natural consequence 
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of it.  As such, these arguments for anti-realism depend on the modern ontology only in so far as the 

arguments for skepticism do.  If we can show that the arguments for skepticism do not depend on 

the modern ontology, we will have effectively shown the same result for anti-realism. 

 
2. The modern ontology is not necessary for generating skepticism. 
 It is now time to take a closer look at how the modern ontology is supposed to give rise to 

skepticism.  In order to do so, we should look at the ways in which skeptics typically argue.  Of 

course different skeptics have argued in different ways, but many arguments for skepticism about 

the world share a common structure by beginning from two claims.  The first is that, in some broad 

sense, our beliefs about the world depend on the ways things appear to us.  The second claim is that 

this dependence is broadly evidential.  But if we accept these two claims then we are not far from a 

powerful skeptical argument.  Consider the following, which I think captures the essential structure 

of many arguments for skepticism about the world. 

 
S.  1.  Our beliefs about objects in the world depend, at least in part, on the way things   
  appear to us. 
  2.  The nature of this dependency is broadly evidential-- the fact that objects in the   
  world appear a certain way is often our reason for thinking that they are that way. 
 Therefore, 
  3.  If I am to know how objects are, it must be via some good inference from how   
  things appear to me. 
  4.  But there is no good inference.   
 Therefore, 
  5.  I cannot know how things are. 
 
 Let us consider the initial force of this argument.  First, premise (1) seems to be a mere platitude.  

In other words, it just seems obvious that our beliefs about objects in the world partly depend on 

the way those objects appear to us.  But then premise (2) seems obvious as well.  That is, it also 

seems obvious that, at least in the typical cases, something's appearing to be a certain way constitutes 

a reason for thinking that it is that way.   Moving to premise (4), which is the remaining independent 

premise of the argument, we have what seems to be another reasonable claim.  Initial support for (4) 
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is provided by the uncontroversial claim that things are not always as they seem.  But we can look to 

the history of philosophy for further support.  In fact, we can interpret many skeptical passages as 

attempts to establish (4) in various ways.  Hume, for example, argues against the efficacy of moral or 

causal reasoning in this matter, and concludes that it is not by reasoning that we move from 

appearances to reality.6 

 But now to the question that is most important for our purposes.  How is the above skeptical 

argument supposed to involve the modern ontology?  I can think of only two ways in which it might 

be thought to do so.  First, the argument talks of appearances being our evidence for objects in the 

world, and it might be thought that this in itself commits the argument to the modern ontology of 

internal subjects and external objects.  Second, it might be thought that premise (4) implicitly 

assumes the modern ontology, since only such an ontology would make (4) seem plausible.   I will 

consider each of these suggestions in turn. 

(i)  The appearance/reality distinction. 
 
 As we have seen, skeptical argument S talks about appearances being our evidence for objects in 

the world.  And certainly one way to interpret this talk is to think of ourselves as internal subjects 

and to think of objects in the world as having a fundamentally different and independent ontological 

status.  Appearances are then the mental intermediaries by which internal subjects are allowed to 

think the external objects of knowledge.  On this interpretation, which is perhaps the interpretation 

that both Descartes and Hume would endorse, the argument claims that our knowledge of internal 

appearances cannot provide sufficient evidence for knowledge of external objects in the world. 

 But is there any reason why we must understand the skeptical argument in this way?  There seem 

to be at least two other options.  First, we could refrain from further cashing out the language of 

argument S in any way.  In other words, we could attempt to critique S without committing 
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ourselves to any deeper ontology of appearances and reality.  Certainly we understand the thrust of 

the argument as it stands, and so we could opt to simply take it at face value and asses it accordingly.   

 Our second option is to cash out the skeptical argument in terms of a different ontology, and 

one that does not involve the offensive distinction between internal knower and external object of 

knowledge.  For example, we could employ Chisholm's adverbial theory of perception, which takes 

appearances to be modes of the perceiver rather than mental objects.7  On Chisholm's view to have 

a blue sensation is to be appeared to bluely, thus avoiding any ontological commitment to 

intermediate objects between the knower and the thing known.  Alternatively, we could understand 

the skeptical argument as materialists, considering appearances to be material (or perhaps functional) 

states of the knower, and understanding beliefs in a similar way.   

 My point here is that on any of these options we get a skeptical argument that is at least as 

forceful as any involving a modern ontology.  More specifically, what drives the skeptical argument 

is (a) an innocent distinction between the way things appear and the way things are, and (b) some 

assumptions about the nature of our evidence for objects in the world.  But both the distinction and 

the assumptions about evidence are independent of the modern ontology.  I will have more to say 

regarding the assumptions about evidence in the next section.  But let us consider the 

appearance/reality distinction now.   

 First, the distinction between the way things appear and the way things are is independent of any 

specific ontology.  The modern ontology of external objects and internal ideas represents one way to 

cash out the distinction, but it is not the only way, or even the most plausible way.  Second, it is a 

mere platitude that things are not always as they appear, and so any minimally plausible ontology will 

have to cash out the distinction in one way or another.  Third, it is the distinction itself, and not the 

modern understanding of it, that is driving the skeptical argument.  If anything, the argument is 
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stronger without the modern interpretation, since it is thereby relieved of what is only excess 

baggage. 

 But perhaps this last point is not right.  For even if the language of S can be cashed out 

independently of the modern ontology, perhaps the argument depends on that ontology in a 

different way.  Thus one might think that premise (4) of the argument gets its plausibility only by 

adopting the modern version of the appearance/reality distinction.  In other words, one might think 

that only the modern ontology makes it plausible that there is no good inference from how things 

appear to how things are.  In order to decide this point we will have to look at the considerations 

that can be given in support of (4), and at whether these considerations involve the modern 

ontology in any essential way. 

(ii)  Inference from appearance to reality. 
 
 It seems to me that there are three main considerations that can be brought in favor of premise 

(4) of S.  The first is a Hume-type argument about the impossibility of a non-circular inference from 

appearances to reality.8  The main idea of this argument is that premises about how things appear 

cannot give support to conclusions about how things are, unless such premises include an 

assumption about the relationship of appearances to reality.  In other words, there will have to be 

some assumption to the effect that the way things appear is a good indication of the way things are.  

But then the problem arises as to how that kind of assumption could be justified.  As Hume would 

point out, any such justification would itself require the evidence of appearances, and so would 

require the very assumption whose justification is in question.  Therefore, we may conclude, a non-

circular inference from appearances to reality is impossible. 

 The issues raised by these Humean considerations are notoriously complex and difficult, and it 

remains controversial whether the argument for premise (4) is a good one.  But what is relevant for 

our purposes is that the Humean argument, whatever its merit, is completely independent of any 
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particular reading of the appearance/reality distinction.  Once again, it is the appearance/reality 

distinction itself which is driving the argument, and not any modern interpretation of the distinction.  

The problem would not go away, for example, if we were to think of appearances in the way that the 

adverbialist does, or in the way that the materialist does.  For on any interpretation of the 

appearance/reality distinction, it will seem that we need an assumption to the effect that 

appearances are a reliable guide to reality.  And on any remotely plausible interpretation of that 

distinction, such an assumption will not itself be a necessary truth but rather a contingent truth 

about the way things in fact happen to be.    But then the central premises of the Humean argument 

are in place, and the problem of circularity arises. 

 A second consideration in favor of premise (4) grants that a non-circular inference from 

appearances to reality is possible in principle, but charges that no such inference would be 

psychologically plausible.  This is because an inference takes us from belief to belief, but we do not 

typically have beliefs about appearances.  In the typical case, it would seem, we form our beliefs 

about objects in the world without forming beliefs about appearances at all, much less inferring 

beliefs about the world from beliefs about appearances.  But notice that this point would hold 

independently of how we are thinking of appearances.  For example, we do not typically have beliefs 

about the ways in which we are appeared to, and we certainly do not typically form beliefs about 

what functional states we are in. 

 But even if such difficulties can be avoided, Hume has a response that has generally gone 

unappreciated.  Specifically, any inference which is particularly clever or sophisticated is unlikely to 

play a role in perceptual knowledge.  This is because even brutes and small children learn from 

experience, and so invoking any complex inference here is, once again, psychologically implausible.  

It is psychologically implausible, for example, that we make some complex inference to the best 

explanation when we see that there is a cup on the table.  And once again, the psychological 
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implausibility of the inference does not derive from understanding appearances in any specific way, 

modern or otherwise.    

 We should conclude that the skeptical argument represented in S does not involve the modern 

ontology in any essential way.  That argument is driven by an appearance/reality distinction and 

some assumptions about the nature of our evidence for objects in the world, but neither that 

distinction nor those assumptions require a modern ontology for their interpretation or their 

support.  But if all this is right, then the modern ontology of internal subjects and external objects is 

not necessary for generating skepticism about the world.  For the same reasons, rejecting the 

modern ontology is not sufficient for avoiding skepticism about the world, and philosophers who 

have thought that it is have taken false refuge in this position. 

 
3.  The modern ontology is not sufficient for generating skepticism. 
 
 The burden of this section is to show that the modern ontology is not sufficient for generating 

skepticism about the world.  In order to establish that claim it will be necessary to find something 

else in the skeptical argument to reject.  In other words, it will be necessary to (a) identify some 

premise or some step in the reasoning of the skeptical argument that can be plausibly rejected, and 

(b) show that a rejection of the argument along such lines is consistent with the modern ontology.9    

 First, what part of the skeptical argument can be plausibly rejected?  As I have said, premises (1) 

and (2) of S seem to be mere platitudes.  Part of what I mean by this is that anyone should agree 

with (1) and (2), no matter what her ontology and no matter what her theory of evidence.  Many 

attempts to answer the skeptic have focussed on premise (4), but we have seen that this strategy 

remains highly controversial, and for several reasons.   

 What options are left?  I suggest that we focus on the move from premises (1) and (2) to (3).   

That move seems initially plausible, but a closer look will reveal that it is not at all obvious.  More 

specifically, the move implicitly assumes that all evidential relations are inferential relations.  Or at 
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least it assumes that the evidential relation between appearances and reality is inferential.  But that 

assumption is controversial, and an adequate theory of evidence might show that it is false.  It is 

beyond the scope of this paper to defend a full blown theory of evidence, of course, but fortunately 

such heroics will not be necessary.  Instead, my strategy will be to consider three kinds of theory of 

evidence, and to argue that the move from (1) and (2) to (3) is objectionable on any of these broad 

approaches.  Second, I will argue that all three approaches are consistent with the modern ontology.  

The result will be that one need not reject the modern ontology in order to reject skepticism about 

the world. 

(i) Not all evidence relations are inferential. 
 
 We are presently challenging the implicit assumption of S that all evidential relations involve 

inferential relations.  Put another way, we are challenging the assumption that all evidential relations 

involve a deductive or inductive inference from one set of beliefs to some further set of beliefs.  

What we are looking for, then, is a different theory of evidence. 

 The most general characterization of evidence is as follows.  A cognitive state is evidence for 

another cognitive state if and only if being in the first state tends to confer some positive epistemic 

status on the second state.  For example, hearing the doorbell ring is evidence for one's belief that 

there is someone at the door, in so far as hearing the door bell ring tends to make the belief in 

question rational, or justified, or warranted.  What we are looking for is a theory of evidence that 

allows cognitive states to be in such an evidential relationship to our beliefs about the world, but 

which does not characterize that relationship in terms of deductive or inductive inferences from 

belief to belief.  Below I will argue that there are at least three broad approaches to evidence that 

would do the job.  But before we can take a closer look at these approaches, it will be necessary to 

consider the elements of perception in a very general way. 
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 I am interested here in making some distinctions that we can all agree upon, even if we would 

not agree about how to cash out those distinctions.  Accordingly, I will first make the distinctions in 

the most general way possible, and then I will consider how the modern skeptic, the adverbial 

theorist and the materialist would understand them respectively. 

 On the most general level, then, we may distinguish three elements or moments in the 

perception of an object.  These elements need not be thought of as being temporally or even 

ontologically distinct, and the distinctions are not meant to be exhaustive.  My point is only that one 

can make these distinctions in a rough and ready way, and I make them here because they will help 

us to understand the theories of evidence to be discussed shortly.  The elements or moments I wish 

to distinguish follow below.  I italicize my stipulated name for each moment. 

 a. The uninterpreted qualia of experience.  (Sensations characterized as lacking  
 conceptual content.) 
 b. Interpreted experience.  (Sensations characterized as involving conceptual   
 content.) 
 c. Beliefs about objects in the world. 
 
 The elements of perception distinguished above are commonly considered to be in relations 

which are in a broad sense causal, but they are also considered to be in broadly evidential relations as 

well.  Which elements are the essential ones for the evidential relation is a matter of dispute, but in 

general philosophers agree that one or both of the elements in a and b act as evidence for the beliefs 

in c, in the sense (explained above) that being in such states tends to confer positive epistemic status 

on beliefs about the world.  Some philosophers are satisfied to collapse a and b into a thick concept 

of experience, thinking that further distinctions are irrelevant to the evidential story.  The important 

relation, according to this way of thinking, is between thick experience and belief.  Others collapse 

the distinction between b and c, thinking that the important relation is between uninterpreted qualia 

and interpreted experience/belief.  Yet others keep the distinctions among qualia, experience and 



 

 13 

belief, thinking that there is not one important evidential relation but two;  one between qualia and 

interpreted experience, the other between interpreted experience and belief.   

 How would a proponent of the modern ontology understand our categories of perceptual 

elements?  Presumably she would understand qualia as some sort of mental objects and would 

understand experience in that way too.  Beliefs about the world would then be intentional attitudes 

which somehow go through these mental intermediaries.  A rather strong version of this story is that 

beliefs about the world are directly about the mental intermediaries, and only indirectly about mind-

independent objects, in so far as the mental entities represent, or copy, or picture those objects.  But 

again, the important point here is that we need not understand our categories in that way.  Thus the 

adverbial theorist considers both qualia and experience to be modes of the knower, thus avoiding 

ontological commitment to separately existing mental objects of any kind.  Beliefs on this view are 

intentional attitudes which are directly about objects in the world, there being no intermediary 

objects for intentionality to go through.  Alternatively, the materialist thinks of qualia, experiences 

and beliefs as various material or functional states of the knower, invoking no kind of non-material 

object or state or attitude. 

 But whatever ontology we use, there are two further points that need to be emphasized for 

present purposes.  First, it is relatively uncontroversial that the elements we have distinguished really 

are elements of perception.  No matter how we understand them, they must be acknowledged as 

realities to be understood.  Second, and again this is independent of our favorite ontology, 

epistemological problems arise.   For on any plausible theory of evidence, either qualia are evidence 

for interpreted experience/belief, or interpreted experience is evidence for belief, or both.  But how 

are such evidential relations to be understood?  I have argued that the relation is not to be 

understood in terms of deductive or inductive inferences from belief to belief.  Once again, we are 
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looking for a theory of evidence which allows qualia or experience to be evidence for beliefs about 

the world, but which does not characterize that relationship in terms of inferences. 

 Happily there are currently three broad approaches to evidence which can fit that bill.  Again, I 

will not argue here that some particular one of these approaches is correct.  Rather, I will attempt to 

motivate the intuition that some one of these approaches is correct, and to show that any one of 

them would provide the materials for rejecting the skeptical reasoning in S.  It will then be relatively 

easy to show that all of these approaches are consistent with a modern ontology. 

 In order to understand the three approaches to evidence in epistemology it will be useful to 

make an analogy to ethics.  In ethics theories of right action may be distinguished into two general 

camps.  The first understands right action in terms of an objective relationship to morally valuable 

consequences, so that an action is right if and only if, as a matter of fact,  it produces (or has a 

tendency to produce) such consequences.  The second general approach understands right action in 

terms of correct norms or rules.  Here what makes an action right is not whether some relation to 

consequences in fact obtains, but whether the action is allowed by some relevant set of action 

guiding norms.  The first approach is broadly consequentialist, whereas the second approach is 

broadly deontological. 

 But now we can characterize approaches to evidence in analogous ways.  Broadly speaking, a 

consequentialist approach in epistemology understands positive epistemic status in terms of 

epistemically valuable consequences.   On this approach, a cognitive state is evidence for a belief p if 

and only if believing p on the basis of the cognitive state tends to result in the agent believing truly 

with respect to p.  Sometimes the basing relation here is understood to be inferential, so that a belief 

q is good evidence for a belief p if inferring p from q (when q is true) tends to lead to believing p 

truly.  But that is only one way to satisfy the basing relation.  Alternatively, on this approach we may 

say that an experience e is good evidence for a perceptual belief p if believing p on the causal basis of 
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e tends to result in believing p truly.   In this latter case there is no question of a deductive or 

inductive inference from beliefs about experience to beliefs about objects in the world.  Rather, the 

point is that the experience itself is evidence for the belief, in so far as having that experience tends 

to result in believing the truth.    

 I have talked here in terms of the relationship between experience and belief.  But a similar 

account could be given regarding the relationship between qualia and belief, or perhaps between 

qualia and interpreted experience.10 

 Not surprisingly, a deontological approach in epistemology understands epistemic status in 

terms of correct epistemic norms.  On this approach a cognitive state is evidence for a belief if and 

only if correct epistemic norms permit forming that belief on the basis of that cognitive state.  Here 

again the basing relation is sometimes understood as inferential, the idea being that correct epistemic 

norms permit some inferences and not others.  But again the basing relation can be satisfied in other 

ways as well.  Thus it is possible that correct epistemic norms permit a certain belief whenever one 

has a certain kind of experience.  Alternatively, there could be norms governing the interpretation of 

qualia, thus taking a cognitive agent from uninterpreted qualia to interpreted experience, or even to 

full blown belief.  The idea here is that there are epistemic norms which govern the formation of 

beliefs directly on the basis of either qualia or experience, as opposed to norms which govern 

inferences from beliefs about qualia and experience.11 

 I said that there are three broad approaches to evidence in epistemology, but I have so far only 

discussed two.  The third approach is a mixed theory, requiring both a consequentialist and a 

deontological element for positive epistemic status.  This seems to me to be the most plausible 

approach in epistemology, since knowledge would seem to require both an objective relation to the 

truth and appropriate cognitive conduct.  On this approach a cognitive state is evidence for a belief 

p if and only if both (a) believing p on the basis of the cognitive state tends to result in the agent 
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believing truly with respect to p, and (b) believing p on that basis is permitted by some relevant set 

of belief guiding norms. 

 And now we are finally in a position to draw the conclusion of this section.  Namely, any one of 

the above approaches to evidence would ground the objection to argument S that we are proposing.  

If you will remember, that objection questioned the skeptic's move from premises (1) and (2) to (3) 

in the skeptical argument.  Our thinking was that this move in the argument implicitly assumes that 

all evidential relations involve inferential relations, and we objected to that assumption.  Clearly any 

of the three approaches to evidence that we have considered would ground the present objection.  If 

any one of these approaches is correct about the nature of perceptual evidence, then the skeptical 

argument in S is invalid. 

(ii) The objection is consistent with the modern ontology. 
 
 In section 3.i we argued that the skeptical argument depends on a controversial assumption 

about the nature of evidence, and that any of three broad approaches to evidence would vindicate 

an objection to that assumption.  Our final task is to show that those theories of evidence are 

consistent with the modern ontology of the self and the world.  Having completed that task, we will 

have shown that the modern ontology is not sufficient for generating the skeptical argument in S, 

and that rejecting the modern ontology is not necessary to defeat that argument. 

 But it is relatively obvious that our theories of evidence are consistent with the modern 

ontology.  For these theories were explicated in terms of various relations among qualia, experience, 

and belief, with no commitment being made regarding the ontological statuses of these entities.  

Rather, we purposely characterized such entities in the most general and neutral terms, and then 

showed how they could be accommodated by all of the ontologies that have been under 

consideration.  In other words, we showed how the modernist, the adverbialist and the materialist all 
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could accommodate the various moments of perception, taking such moments themselves to be 

uncontroversial data that any ontology would have to allow. 

 But then each of the theories of evidence is consistent with a modern interpretation. On the 

consequentialist theory of evidence this amounts to saying that a quale or experience e (now 

understood as mental objects serving as intermediaries between subject and object) is evidence for 

an external object belief p if and only if believing p on the causal basis of e tends to result in 

believing p truly.  The deontological approach, of course, could make a similar application.  In this 

case a quale or experience e (again, conceived as mental intermediaries) is evidence for an external 

object belief p if and only if some relevant set of epistemic norms permit believing p on the basis of 

e.  A mixed approach could accommodate the modern ontology by combining the consequentialist 

and deontological conditions in the obvious way.   

 What this shows is that the skeptical argument in S involves assumptions about evidence as well 

as ontology, and that the former are independent of the latter.  But then the modern ontology is not 

sufficient for generating the skeptical argument, and rejecting that ontology is not necessary for 

defeating the argument. 

 
4. Conclusions 
 
 In closing we may draw some conclusions.  First, we have shown that the modern ontology of 

the self and the world does not have the close relationship to skepticism that is commonly and 

widely claimed.  The skeptic's argument, we have seen, is driven by an innocent distinction between 

how things appear and how things are, and not by any particular theory about how that innocent 

distinction is to be cashed out.   

 Second, we have shown that two arguments for anti-realism do not depend on the modern 

ontology either.  Both of these arguments for anti-realism were shown to involve the consideration 

of skeptical arguments.  But since the strongest skeptical arguments do not depend on the modern 
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ontology in any essential way, we have no reason for thinking that the arguments for anti-realism do 

either.   

 Third, we have not argued that any particular one of the three approaches to evidence discussed 

is correct, and so we have not gone all the way toward showing that the skeptic's argument can be 

rejected.  What we need to make that case is a full blown theory of evidence.  In other words, we 

need a theory that would fill in the details of a general approach, make appropriate qualifications, 

and defend the result against objections.  With such a theory of evidence in hand we would indeed 

have a powerful response to skepticism, and indirectly, a response to some arguments for anti-

realism.12   

 Finally, providing a theory of evidence is the province of epistemology.  But then what is needed 

to respond to the problems of epistemology is, many voices to the contrary, more epistemology.13 
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